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DESCRIPTION 
 
Interest in systematically measuring college-level learning has been in the national spotlight for 
the past several decades.  Despite its priority, states continue to struggle with providing clear 
evidence of the value added by attendance at a particular college or university as approaches to 
this key challenge are often confounded by expense, complexity of design, and opposition from 
vested groups both within and outside the academy.  In identifying Measuring Value-Added 
Student Learning as a major improvement project, the MDHE is emphasizing the use of student 
outcomes assessment data to improve teaching and learning as a major component of an 
institution’s commitment to quality principles and performance excellence.  The intent of this 
item is to update the board on the status of this second round improvement project.   
 
Background 
 
There is no issue more important to the state’s future economic growth than increasing the 
number of its citizens who complete high quality postsecondary certificate and degree programs.  
To ensure that institutions are indeed adding value to the learning that occurs while attending 
college, institutions should use quality principles such as those in the Baldrige criteria.  These 
criteria highlight the importance of several factors including sound leadership, strategic 
planning, and using systematic data to establish baseline information to set meaningful target 
goals and to inform decisions for change.   
 
Early in its deliberations the Missouri Commission on the Future of Higher Education 
determined that states lacked a systematic, consistent way to measure value-added student 
learning.  Furthermore, this shortcoming was perceived as having a potentially negative impact 
on the ability of an institution of higher education to accurately reflect on its contribution to 
student learning and in turn on the design of meaningful improvement agendas. 
Recommendation #6 in the Commission’s final report, issued in December, 2003 called on 
Missouri to: 
 

“measure performance in value-added learning at Missouri higher education institutions 
and statewide.  The state should expand and build upon an already impressive assessment 
agenda.” 
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MDHE wants to avoid legislative mandates for institutions, preferring a consensus-building 
strategy to promote assessment and to measure the impact of assessment on campus level 
improvement.  Because of its inherently beneficial nature, improvement is a more valuable driver 
than accountability and should therefore be stressed in relationships with institutions. 
 
MDHE began conversations with institutions about a Missouri project on value-added student 
learning in the fall 2003.  Early in its exploration, MDHE began conversations with Dr. Roger 
Benjamin, president of RAND’s Council for Aid to Education (CAE), which was already 
promoting a national value-added assessment initiative for the purpose of creating more credible 
measures of student learning progress related to major high-order skills common to key 
objectives of a student’s general education curriculum.  The CAE approach focuses on the 
institution (rather than the student) as the unit of analysis.  The CAE project is promoting the use 
of the Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA) instrument, which assesses the quality of 
undergraduate education by measuring colleges’ and universities’ impact on student learning 
associated with critical thinking, analytic reasoning, and written communication.   
 
MDHE staff began working with institutional representatives and personnel from RAND’s CAE 
to explore the potential of a Missouri pilot project on measuring value-added student learning.  
Over the past months institutions have been engaged in intensive conversations about the 
opportunities as well as limitations associated with the CLA instrument.  At its February 
meeting, after hearing information about a potential Missouri/RAND pilot project on measuring 
value-added student learning, the board expressed its support for the department’s initiative and 
encouraged all institutions to participate in the pilot project. 
 
The Missouri Consortium on Measuring Value-Added Student Learning is an assemblage of 
like-minded yet diverse institutions working to achieve a common goal – that of establishing 
baseline data on the educational capital that each institution has added to the educational 
achievement of its students.  To achieve this goal the Consortium, comprised of 30 independent 
and public two- and four-year institutions, has entered into negotiations with RAND to utilize 
the CLA instrument. 
 
With leadership from the MDHE academic affairs unit, a ten-person negotiating team with 
representatives from each sector has been in discussion with RAND regarding project features 
such as sample size, grade-level of students to be tested, minimum data for RAND, and cost. 
 
The negotiating team is sending an initial report to the Consortium with its recommendations for 
monetary commitments of $2,000 per institution.  The Consortium hopes to raise $50,000 - 
$60,000 for the project; RAND will support the Consortium’s efforts by providing an additional 
$50,000.  When internal funding has been set, DHE and RAND will conduct a gap analysis to 
determine the remaining funds needed to complete the project.  Originally, the project had 
Missouri institutions completing a one-year pilot project and receiving one-time institutional-
level results from RAND.  As a result of intensified discussions between Missouri and RAND, 
options for a truly collaborative multi-year project supported by external funding are now also 
being considered. 
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It is expected that the Consortium and RAND/CAE will reach agreement this summer on the 
costs associated with the pilot project, and the pilot will commence with a first round of testing 
during the fall semester.  To subsidize the costs of the project, RAND/CAE and the 
Consortium’s negotiating team are engaged in drafting a concept paper that will be used as a 
basis for seeking external funding. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The Missouri/RAND pilot project on Measuring Value-Added Student Learning is being 
designed so institutions are better able to demonstrate their contributions to student learning 
associated with critical thinking, analytic reasoning, and written communication, as well as 
improve student learning over time.   By involving a consortium of diverse institutions, Missouri 
has increased its attractiveness to RAND.  Members of the Missouri Consortium have raised 
several important questions, e.g., the diagnostic utilization of results at the student level, the 
application of the CLA instrument to different types of students, the relationship of CLA testing 
to assessment of 42-hour block of credit in Missouri’s transfer policy, that have sparked interest 
by RAND to consider additional agendas for the way CLA might evolve.    
 
Measuring value-added student learning is one component of an institution’s involvement in 
quality processes that emphasize performance excellence.   The establishment of a 
Missouri/RAND partnership that results in a pilot project on measuring value-added student 
learning will serve to inform statewide assessment policy as well as institutional practices.  
Ultimately, Missouri has the potential to become a national leader by designing a value added 
student learning model that serves multiple purposes but is driven primarily by an emphasis on 
continuous quality improvement in teaching and learning.     
 
STATUTORY REFERENCE 
 
Section 173.005.2(7), RSMo, CBHE statutory responsibility for gathering data from state-
supported institutions 
 
RECOMMENDED ACTION 
 
This is a discussion item only 
 
ATTACHMENT(S) 
 
None 


